This essay first explores how the international system and the role of heterogeneous institutions are increasingly changing in a "neomedieval" world. Second, it offers a conceptual formulation of human dignity rooted in several historical and ethical traditions that could more fruitfully animate work of global institutions-to enlarge rights realization. Yet, to achieve this, we submit that the United States and other global actors must encourage and cultivate a "dignitarian dialogue" aimed at institutionalizing human dignity in practice and governance.
Unity in a Neomedieval World
Before focusing on human dignity as their proper touchstone, what is the nature of global institutions today? The Peace of Westphalia of 1648 enshrined the recognition that the territorial state was the primary actor in the international system and the principle that these states enjoyed sovereignty. What this principle meant was that for any international institution to possess political and legal legitimacy, it needed to be the creation of states. Accordingly, as states began to perceive the need for international organizations-first specific-purpose organizations, like the Central Commission for the Navigation of the Rhine, and later more general-purpose organizations, like the League of Nations-they created intergovernmental organizations through treaties requiring the consent of each member state.
But new developments in international politics have raised questions about these assumptions. As early as 1977 in his classic work The Anarchical Society, the late Oxford Professor Hedley Bull speculated that one possible future for international system was what he called a "neomedieval" structure. Under such an arrangement, Bull explained, states would still exist as major actors in the international system, but alongside those states, there would be a variety of other dissimilar actors that would also play critical roles in international affairs. As Bull (2002, 245) notes, the central element of such a neomedieval system would be "overlapping authority and multiple loyalties." In other words, states would "come to share their authority over their citizens, and their ability to command their loyalties" with other actors (246). And as such, states would not be sovereign in the Westphalian sense of the term.
In The Anarchical Society, Bull suggested five trends that pointed to the possible emergence of a neomedieval system: (1) The Regional Integration of States; (2) The Disintegration of States; (3) The Restoration of Private International Violence; (4) Transnational Organizations; and (5) The Technological Unification of the World. Today, over a third of a century since Bull wrote, these trends have continued and seem to strongly suggest a movement toward a neomedieval world.
